Diagnosis and management of fulminant hepatic failure.
Fulminant hepatic failure is defined as the development of hepatic encephalopathy within 8 weeks of the onset of illness. While there are many causes of FHF, viral hepatitis, particularly hepatitis B, remains the most common etiology. Several drugs and toxins can also lead to FHF, most notably acetaminophen. Even with improvements in ICU care, mortality remains very high for these patients. Conservative management focuses on invasive monitoring and the prevention and treatment of complications like cerebral edema, infection, renal failure, and coagulopathy. Only orthotopic liver transplantation has reduced mortality from 80% to 30% to 50%. Therefore, the goals of management and treatment now include determining which patients are appropriate for liver transplant and finding a donor in a timely fashion.